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CCEavesdropping" on the FM
Band: Children's Use of Radio

by Peter G. Christenson and Peter DeBenedittis

Unlike television, whic1. children lend 10 walch in
tire "resence of ad,,'ts, radio is a medium of "self
and sibil" tlrat I,ecornes increasingly important to
grade IJchoolen over the years, particularly for the
popNlar music describing the life Ilrat awaits them,

Rel;earch on children and the media ha!l overwhelmin~ly' focul;ed on
televil;ion virtually since its commencement a!l a popular medium. Al;
Wartella and Reeves (14) have documented, the rel;carch a~enda hal;
tended to follow and rel;pond to public concern about the impact of
variom media al; they have been introouced-l1rl;t 111m, then mdio, then
televil;ion-and alwaYl; at the expense of the earlier medium. Hence,
rel;earch on children and radio he~an in earnel;t about 1930 and wal;
virtually nonexil;tent by 1950, when re!learch on televil;ion be~an to
appear. Televi!lioll has remained the almost prohibitive primary focul;
ever l;ince,

If, in failing to consider the role of radio and popular mmic iu
children'l; Iivel;, rel;earchers were taking their lead from dedinin~ levell;
of use, then the readjustment of focu~ would he perfectly re~sonahle.
But-a~ain pamllelinl'; the I1ndings of Wartella and Reevel;-radio'l;
popularity with childn'n did not end with the introduction of televil;ion.
In 1961, Schmmm, Lyle, and Parker (13) reported that children l;pent
about an hom a day with radio, with a dramatic increal;e at adolel;cence.
A decade laler, Lyle and HoUman (Il) found that over a third of the l;ixth
graclers they interviewed Iil;tened to two or more hOUfl; a day of radio.

Pd"r (;. Chrisll'nson i~ Assistant prof...."r in the Oep:lltm..nt of Comnmnit'"li"n••
Lewi~ alHI CI:uk c"II1'j(I'. p..ter 1),·II,·O(·,litli. is " dIK,I",nl slnd"nl In Ihe D"partnwnl of
Spef'l'h Conllllllllil'ati"". Pennsylvania Sial" Univ.."ity, Univl' ..ity Park.
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Radio lise was frequent even amon~ first ~rad('rs, almost half of whom
reported listening on the previous day.

These and a smatterin~ of more recent studies support the view that
nudio media-primarily radio, but records nnd tapes ns well-nrc tI!>ed
on occasion by most children nml quite frequently by many (:3, 4, 7, 12).
Bllt there has been a notable lack of programmatic rcsc;uch into the
Icvcls of children's involvement with radio and its prilllrlry cOlltent,
music. The rirst gOrll of the research reported here, then, is to document
in somc detail (amI with recent data) the patterns ofchildrcn's radio use
over the span of the grade-scllOol years. Beyond that, though, we are
interested in exploring children's reasons tin' listening, for which prior
research otlers only circmnstantial evidence.

Since popular nll",ic i, ",e main content of tIle
radio medium, one would expect m,..,ic to form

a large part of cllildren 's attraction to it.

Inereased hours of listening over the grade-school years correspond
to increased preferences ti,r pop music, to the point where, by fourth
grade or so, children's preferences are quite definitely the Top 40 radio
hits (3, 8).

The Illusical content of radio is, of course, one reason that children's
use of television Illay not be a very good model for understanding their
use of radio. Beyond the obvious point that television oner!> mainly
dramatic narrative, not music, the two media differ in some critical ways.
Compared to television sets, radios are relatively cheap, portable, and "
easy to manipulate. Parents are more likely to allow children to have and
lise their own radios, and children are more likely to feel comfortable
with radios as hardware.

More important, perhaps, these factors all contrilmte to radio's 'f

distinct advantage over television in otrering children opportunities to
listen either alone or in the company of other children outside the view
of adults. Furthermore, since radio--e.specially as a vehicle for music
does not re,!uire either a visual orientation or the same sustained
cognitive attention to sequential (plot) development as does TV, it is
hetter suited as background to other activities, sllch as studying, playing
games, amI conversinll;. Radio can jllst as easily he a context as a focllsj .

I
,\

television is more likely to Je a focus (unless it is heing used as radio-i
e.g., listening to MTV).

TI1('s(' primarily technological distinctions between the me<lia exist
in the context of an important ideological dillen-nct' developed by
Larson and KlIlwy (!J):

"E"""!rlro",,;nr;" on "It' Fill R

'felevisimt is ,~lruct"red and packaged lar/{ely 1J" middle-d(lSs adults
ill tlte mai"stremn of socirt!l, {and} it.! narrative content is ba.~ed 011

fraditim/(/I American values. ... Mudl of tlrr. music IIouth listen to,
011 tltc otlter I/lIm', is crc(,ted "ll fndfvfdua" close to tl'efr own a~e

willi .~f(/Ilda,wrf (/lid nw" IJe at odds with adult society (9, pp. 14-15).

It is largely on the hasis ofthe!>e different agendas that Larson and Kubey
explain the hetween-media ditlerences they found in the !>ocial ami
family context of adolescent!>' medin use. Television, they report, i.s
IlJllch more likely to he a family activity than is listening, which is
generally done eitller alone or with friends.

Larson and Kllhey were talking ahout teenagers, and of eOllr!>e there
are sOllle relevant ditll>rences "etween adolescents and younger chil
dren. When they listen to radio or other sources of pop music, children
nre essentially "eavesdropping," listening in on a culture to which they
may desperately aspire (especially as they near adolescence) but which
is not yet theirs. Song lyrics deal with the problems and celehrations of
adolescents or young adults-love (lost and found), sex, drugs, drinking,
partying-and will mean something different when viewed from the
second-grade or even the fifth-grade world. Similarly, the rest of radio's
content-the (lisc jockey's patter, acne cream commercials, and news,
hoth hard and solt-should be less accessible (though perhaps no less
intriglling) to children.

The context of listening should differ as well. Although some chil
dren as yOllllg as third lI;raders conduct a !lort of mock dating, the onset of
pllberty c1enlly defines a new game. For thi!l reason, and hecan!>e
children's freedom to roam and affiliate outside the home and outside the
view of adlllts is so much more con!ltrained in general, they may listen
le!ls than adolescents with their friends. For a grade-school child,
especially oue who is approaching the transition to adolescence, music
may funetioll not so much as a demarcation of peer occasions hut as a
context and opportllnity for private, individualizing experience-apart
from pareuts bllt p('rhaps not with friends.

In Slim, if we arc to gain a truly orp;anie picture of what Aml~rson (l)
has called children's "ecology of infon;nation," we need to know more
than simply that children pay significant attention to rndio. What stations

· do they listen to, why, and in what social context? Based on interviews
· with gnuIe-school children, we provide a developmental portrait of the
· place of radio in children's lives, as indicated hy their patterns of use, the

gratifications they report seeking and ohtaining from radio, ami the social
context in wldch they use it. We also hope to shed some light on the
comparative role of radio versus television and so have gathered some

, information on telcvisioll lise tor this purpose. Ollr primary focus is on
:childreu Hlld radio, in contrast to other studies (c.g., II) in which

'\
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listening hehavior has been considered only as a sort of codicil to the
study of other media.

lnlerviewlf were conducted lVitI. 102 c1.ildrcn evenly
l[jlltril", ted acro.,s ~rades one tI,rollr," filll! in a

public elellumtar!l scltool in Bellefonte, l'enmlllvallia.

Be\ll'lilllte, Ollt' ol"the two larger towns in the Slate College Standard
Metropolitan Statistical Area in central PPtlllsylvania, has a population of
approximatl'ly 10.000. Mannlilcturing and retail are thl' principal source
of employmcllt lill" its rcsidellts, thongh mallY work at I'l'nllsylvallia State
Univcrsity, located tcn milt,s away. The children illterviewed wcre
almost all whitt, and WNC lower- to middle-class.

Iklativdy mOllntaillolls terrain makes long-distance radio reception
prohlematic. 011 most rel't'ivers in the area, however, a I:tirly standard
mix of radio fare is available, inclllding two allmm-nriented rock stations,
one Top 40 station, one adlllt contemporary station, two country-western
stations, two Christian stations, one easy listening station, mw student
1"1111 station (with jazz, rock, new wave, and classical), alld two other small
stations with mixed fimnats.

The questiolls covered frequency of radio listening at various times of
the day; what stations wew listened to; whether children owneel or hael
their own radio; what children liked ahout listening to radio; the social
cOlltext of listening (alone, with family or friends, amI so on); ancl a set of
similar questions regarding telt'vision use to 1)(> used I(lr comparative
pnrposes. Illterviews, which cOinhined closed nnd open-ended ques
tions, were conducted hy gradllate studeuts enrolled in a course on
media and children. The interview session lasted ahollt half an hour to
fill"ty-fivt.~ minutes. Hesponses to the open-ended questions were re
corded verhatim, then coded and cate~orized later, thus preservin~ the
individual (Junlity of c1lildren's commt~nts. The radio variahles reported
here constituted alJout olle-thinl ol'the totalcol1lcnt of an interview that
involved a vnriety of questions on andio media in general, as well as
backglllllnd inli-mnation and a variety of television-related qllestions.

Allhollgh hardware ownership docs not ensure frequent ItSe, a child's
n("cess to a radio ought reasonahly to he an indicator of the centrality of
the nwdillm, Hather than ask the children whether they owned a radio
to the first a1\(1 second grader, certainly, pmperty ownership is a
nehlllolls concept-we asked, "Do you have a radio in your room?"
Overall, .";2 percent of the children said they did. There was a signirieant
positive association with age (tan c = .2:34, p < .(2)-the pooled
proportion lill' first through third grade was 42 percellt cOl1lpal'ed to 68
percent lor the lilllfth and filih grade.

C)lll'.~tiOI1.~ on /i"('qllency of usc were d('siglled to ganwr reliable
responses by reqllt'sting simple Icrdback a1l(1 by referring when possi-

Lie to n'cellt specific times (rather than demanding glohal ('stimatcs of,
for instance, how llIany hours per day a child "usually" listens). For
purposes of comparison, several questions were asked concerning tele
visioll as well as radio.

Overall, 37 percent of the sample said they had listened to radio
"before school" 011 the day we interviewed. There was no significant
age-related tre\1(\' For television, the overall fignre was 52 pen'ent, and
there was a significant and negative relationship with age (tall
c = - .2!J.'5, p <.0 I). A rather striking discontinuity occurred between
fourth and filiI. grades-GO percent of the first through fOllrth graders had
watched TV beliHe .~chool, compared to only 20 percent of the fifth
~raders.

Thirty-filllr percent of the children said they had listened to radio
"last night," with a significant positive association between reported use
a\1(1 age (tau c = .177, p < .(5). A~ain, the hreak occurred hetween
fOllrth and fifth grades. Amon~ first tllroll~h fourth ~raders, 30 percent
said they had listened the night hefore, while 55 percent of the fifth
graders said so. For television, the overall percentage was 90 percent
"yes," with no age trend.

Since it could not he assumed that children had attended school the
day before our interview, in assessin~ after-school Ilse we asked them to
"think nhout what yOIl usually do after school," focusing on media use.
To make it easier fiJr children to remember or settle on a specific
medium, we comhined "radio, records, and tapes" in this qnestion.
Analysis of responSt~S to some more Reneral music-related questions did
indicate Ihat nulio was the primary audio medinm.

Pooling age groups, 27 percent of the total sample reported listenin~

either cvery day or most days after school, with another significant age
trend (tan c = .2.'JB, p < .(02). Here the change seemed to oecm
between the third and fourth Rrnde!l; while only 20 percent of tlte fin;t
through third ~raders said they listened "every day" or "most dnys," 42
percent ortlte {(mrth and fifth graders said so. Televi!lion u!le after school
was more frequent overall-62 percent of the children said they watched
every day or most days after school-and was not associatetl with age.

Children's awareness of and identification with specific ~tations

'. ought to he an indication of the centrnlity of radio in their lives. Overall,
69 prrcent 0" the sample reported havin~ R favorite station; first and
second graders were split 5<h50 on this question, while SO percent of the
third through fifth graders reported having a favorite. The age relation
ship was quite strong (tau c = .334, p < .001).

When those who reported having a favorite station were asked what
that station was, a variety of responses were given, inchtding call-letters,
promotional names ("X103" or "Quick Rock"), "AM" or "FM," and
dillcrent types of l11usic. Using the ability to give either call-letters or
promotional names as the criterion, 45 percent of the children could

f'



mentioned, "Yoll can just leave it !;omewllere. YOII can just tllrn it on.
YOIl don't have to pllsh a lot of buttons like a tape recorder." And a
fourth-~rade girl said, "You don't have to buy the records yOIl want to
hear." Seven percent listened for distraction, saying that they listen to
take their mimI 011' hcing sick, or, as one fifth-grade girl said, "to relax
when Illy brother gets on my nerves." Six percent of the children liked
radio as a backgrollnd activity, i.e., they enjoyed IisteninR while doing
homework or gelling dressed in the morning; as one fifth-grade hoy
reported, "It Pllts me to sleep at niRht and wakes me up in the morning."
Finally, five pNcent of the children "just like it."

Gratifications did not dilTer significantly by sex or, surprisingly
enollgh, hy grade. Even inlormation was as important to first graders as
it was to fillh graders. There was, however, a !;ignificant as!;ociation
between age amI the nllmher of reasom; each child listed. Overall, all of
the children listed at least one (including "just like it"), 52 percent two,
11 percent three, amI 2 percent four. Only 3 percent of the first to fourth
graders listed three or more, while 20 percent of the fifth graders did.

"":RI,{'~dm""i..f." on 'hI' Fllf ",,"

One cannot understand the role of radio
in children's livu without understanding

the social conted of "leir Intening.

Tlle children were asked-again with reference to evening and after
school-wJ1t'ther they listened alone or with someone else and, if with
someone, with whom. Parallel que!;tilms concerning television were also
asked.

As reported above, 34 percent ofthe sample said they had listened to
the radio the ni~ht before the interview. Of these, 36 percent said they
had been alone amI 62 percent said they had been with at least one other
person while listeninp;. There was no association with age. The corre
sponding responses for television were overwhelmingly skewed toward
"with": 92 percent of those who viewed the night before viewed with
others :md only 8 percent viewed alone. Younger children were a bit
more likdy to have. watched alone (tau c = .113, p < .OS-indeed,
none of the fourth or fifth graders reportetl having been alone when they
watched.

We also inqllired about the social context of afternoon listening. As
with the question concerning the frequency of afternoon use (and for the
same reasons), this qllestion included not only radio but records and
tapes as well. Of the 85 children who reported at least some afternoon
listening (83 percent of the sample), 47 percent said this was IIsually

" done alone and 5:3 percent said it was IIS1lally done in the company of
: someone else. The tendency to to listen alone was strongly associated
! with age (tall c = .385, P < .00l)-only 2 of 13 first graders said they

~: usually listened alone, while 15 of 20 filth graders said they did so.

T..ble 1: R..dio ~,..'lIIutions by 1I,..de

first Second Third Fourth Filth All Rrades
% % "" % "" ""

Music 81 85 8J 72 90 8J
Inlormation 29 20 17 28 J5 2&
Equipment 5 5 13 17 10 10
Distraclion 5 5 4 0 20 7
Background 0 5 13 (, 5 &
lusl likes il 0 5 9 (, 5 5

N= 21 20 2J 18 20 102

Nole: Columns sum 10 more than 100 percent because of multiplf' responses.

Six major cale~orielfof ~ratijicalion--m"lfic,'
information, equipment, (Intraction, IJack~round, and

"j"d like il "--(!mer~ed from re.~ponliell 10 '1 IIedio...I'
aimllt wl'al c1,ildren like OI1OUI Ii..'enin~ to Iile radio.

H"IIIe a lilVorile station; thert' was a strong relationship with age (tall
c = .5H7, p < .(01). Jumps in station I't'cognilion occttrn~dlJetween the
second amI third ~ntde, and again hetween the fi"trth amI fifth grade.
Pooling the first- and second-grade children, only 151wrcent could name
a IilVorite station, while 49 percent ohhe third atlll lil1lrth graders and 95
percellt (lH of 20) of the linh ~raders could.

At till' outset the children were asked, "Do you like listening to
radio?" and all replied "yes," Tlwy were then asked tv'wl they liked
ahout it amI, as a filII ow-up, "Is there anythin~ (·Ise you like ahollt
listeninjl; to radio?" Ahhou~hmany children gave only one reason, some
~ave as many as linlf, providing us wilh a multitude of diverse responses
lill' analysis. The perCf'ntage ofchildren in each grade ollcrin~ responses
in the six categories is shown in TaMe l.

Most of the reasons lin listening were related to llIusic. Responses
inclnded the nallles of dillerent songs, genres of music, the names of
artists, instl"\lments, the heat, or simply "music." Overall, RJ percent of
tlH~ children gave a response that Idl into the music category.

Sl'(~kiug inlill"lnation was the other major reason given lin' listening,
All hough news, wealher, and slmrts constituted the Imlk of thcse
responses, sOllie childrcn liked to heal' the time, fiml out ahout sales, or,
as one second-grade hoy said, "heal' the nWtlll at school." Twenty-six
perccllt of the children reporled lislening li,r inlormation.

Althollgh tll(~ ollwr types of reporh'd gralifieations W{~H' consi,lembly
less common than mllsic ami inf(lI'llIalion, Ihl'y are nOlwlheless inlerest
ing. Tl:'n percent of Ihe children rdi~lT('d to Ihe lel'1l1lical or hardware
advantages of Ih.. radio Illediulll. For ('"anlple, 01\(' rhst-gra(le hoy

II fir C",,,,,,,,,,j,·,,/j"II, S"';II~ 198ft
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Tlilble 2: Percenllllles of co.Hslenlnllllnd co-Y1ewlnll by type of compllnlon

listening Viewing

As % of: With Total With Total
% % % %

Friendls) only 15 II 4 3
Sibling(s) only 46 24 44 31
Young only (inc. sitters. 72 J8 53 38

cousins)

Parent(s) only 11 (, 27 19
Parent(s) or other 20 10 34 24

adult(s) only
Adult(s) (with or with· 211 15 46 33

out children)

Note: Figures Include only those who reported attending at least "some days"-1I3
percent of total for listening, 96 percent lor viewing. Columns sum to more than 100 percent
because some categories life not mutually exclusive.

Afternoon television use was less likely to he solitary-ollly 29
percent of the 98 children who watched at least sometimes after school
said they usually watched alone, while 71 percent IIsually were with
someone. An association between a~e and solitary viewillK (tall
c = .175, p < .05) wns attributnble entirely to njmnp betweell first nnd
second ~rades. Only 11 percent of first-~rnde viewers usually watched
alone, wheareas 34 percent of second throu~h fifth graders did so.

We next considered only tllOse who reported using media with
somebody else present and examined with whom this use took place. A
wide variety of responses to the open-ended question was obtained,
includin~ friends, siblin~s, parents, grandparents, friends of parents, '
babysitters, and so on. To impose some order on the data, we placed \'
responses into one of five cate~ories: friends, siblings, parents, parents
and other adults, and adults and children. Two other cate~ories pooled
the above: "only young people," in which friends, siblin~s, cousins,
teenagers, and babysiUers were comhined; and "ndults present," which
combined all other mutually exclusive categories.

As reported above, by far the majority of the children said they-:
listened to audio media (primarily radio) at least sometimes in the
afternoon, about half of those with somebody. Generally, this listening:
was done in the presence of children and youth only, with no adults:
present (see Table 2). Looking at the entire sample, some 15 percent'
listened with friends, 46 percent with siblings, and 72 percent with .

h
yonng people only. Only 28 percent of those who listened with some-;
body listened with an adllit. The pattern for television was s~mewhat.
different. Only 4 percent said their afternoon viewing was with friends, .
44 percent with siblings, and .').1 percent with yOl1ng people only. Adults :i.
were present in 46 percent of the afternoon co-viewing cases.

"E:(I"(,~"ro""i"I!:"011 "'t' Filf n"

Since only 3fi of the 102 children had listened to the radio the night
before, and 21 of these had listened with somebody, the percentages
here are hest taken as stlg~estive only. Still, they describe a pattern

· similar ill some respects to that for afternoon use, with the primary
· dillcrence hcillg that evening listening is more likely to be done with an

.' adult present; fi2 percent of those who listened with somelmdy in the
I~,- evening listened wilh one or more adults present, while 38 percent
· listened only with othl!r young people. A full 81 percent of those who

. viewl'd TV with somehody viewed with an adult present; only 19
percent viewed wilh young people only. In other words. reJ!anlless of

; time of day, amlio use was more likely than TV use to take place with
; young people only ami less likely to take place in the presence of
\ parents, ~rall(lparcnls,and other adults.

Ourfindings about the importance of radio in
tile live. of grade-school cllildren can be taken
as a wa,.,.ant for furt/ler investigation of radio

and audio in tile developmental process.

In general, children listen frequently, are aware of the radio environ
ment, and know why they like it. Beyond these general conclusions, it is

· evident tlmt Ihe pla('e of radio depends on the age of the child. AlthouJ!h
.' radio is important to some children even in first gracIe, the salience of the
;: medium incrcnses dramatically over the ~rade-school years. More spe
t cifically, the years of f(mrth to fifth grade locate a sharp jnmp in

children's altacllllH!nt to radio.
Above all dse, it is the music that attracts children to radio. This is a

.consistent result across all age groups, regardless of their preferred genre
'I (which station preferences indicate is usually contemporary rock or pop).
.01' course, music can he attractive for a variety of reasons-it can elevate
mood, provide company in times of solitude, fill time, provide a hack-

I.ground for homework or peer interaction, and so on. It is also a highly
;touted cultural artif.'lct; if you know the Top 40 you're "in"; ifnot, you're
;;·out." We suspect that all these common music-related gratiflcations,
several of which cmer~ed in this study, apply to some dc~ree lilr
"'fhildren as well.
I~I Some children did indicate an awareness of some of the psydlOlog
~Ical gratiFications one might expect to underlie the attraction to music;
,for instance, at least a lew mentioned that radio provided distraction and
,background sound. The only non-music-Iistenin~motivation reported by
:iny htr~e pl'Oportion of children (about a fimrth of the total sample)
~elated to radio Iistenin~ as a source of information. While it seems
ntuitively reasonahle that the salience of information should increase
ith age, such a tn'nd did nol appear IJere. We SUSpl!ct that with a larger

sample size it would likely hun out that children of dilferent ages use

J
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mdio IiiI' dilli.'rcnt typcs of inlimllalion, Iht' older (ml'S paying more
atlt'lIlion 10 Ihe news aIIII Ihe yonnger lilies paying \I1ore altcntion to.
wealher or school IlIncll \I1e III IS. . -!'

Becausc many childrclI who llhl not vollmtcl'r a ~iven rCllSO" fo~'
lislening might well have agrl't·d, on hearing it spoken, lhat it applied to
the\l1, the resnlts here ollghl prol",hly to he taken as giving a sense ofthe.
re/afioc saliencc of dil1i.'rcnt motivations a\l(l gralifications 10 children:
This is a limitatioll o~· Ihe open-I'lIlled sell~reporl n\l'lh'.Jd used here;~

Flltme l'I:'search will lace Ihe melhodological prohlem 01 how to elicit)
richer, \I1ore specific responses to Il"estions regarding gratifications from'
a population many of who\l1 lat'k the vocall1llary or ~wll~a\Vareness to'
discuss 10111'11 Ihings ill even the simplest of II'nlls. This prohlem also'
makes it difficlllt to compare children's liSt'S of radio and mllsic to those
of adolescents (5,6, 10, 1.'5).

.
Nowhere do tile a~e and medium difference:r emerge III

clearly a.' witla tile measure.' of social context of we;:
•II

Arternoon listening was as often dmw alone as in the cO\l1pany of.
others, and there was a strong trellll toward more solitary lise with ag~,

illdeed, listenillg alone was very nlllch the mode mnong firth graders',
Television, in contrast, was 111111:h less likely to he viewed alone in the
aliernoon and, although tlll're was a relalionship hetweell age and
solitary vil~wing, it was not strong and was localed entiH~ly in Ihe earl~

grade-school year.s. Althollgh an age-related trend in solitary viewing
was not set'n in {'venin~ media use, the conltast Iwlwt'('n Ihe media did
l'ml'l'~{'-again,listening was more likely to he done alol\(' than viewing,
which was overwltelmingly a f:unily activity. The media dilli.~reJ as well
in terms of with whom the cO-lise occurred. ))\II'in~ hoth the anernooo'
and evening. radio use was less likely to he with adlllts and mme Iikel
to he in the compally of youn~ people only titan was telt·vision use.. ~l'

It is interesting to interpret tltese findings in tlte light or Larson and~

Knhey's (H) study of adolescents' mllSic (radio and n'cOI'dings) and..'
television use. Among teens, they say, watclting TV and listening to
mllsic take place in very dill'erent social contexts. When watching TV
leenagers were most likely to he eitlter with f:\11lily memhers (47 percen
of occasions) 01' alone (41 percent), almost neVN with rriends. Mnsic wai
mudl less likely to he listened to in the company or tinnily membe~

(only 8 percent of occasions) and l1Iore likely in the company of rriendi
(2.1 percent) or alone (69 percent). "

A comparison or tllis pattcrn to gmde-school dlildren's media use in
the altertloon (tltt' time of day wlten alldio listening was sufTiciently,
rrequenl for meaningful hetween-nll·dia COlli pari sons) yields hotlt simi.
larities and dilh·rel\(·es. Firsl, wllile dlildn'n are less likely 10 lise eithe
medilllll aloue ,ltan are !t'enagers. tlte hasic dill(~rence helweeu tlte twe,

"EavI'8dro""in/!;" on "'1' Fill II,

edia holds: audio nse is considerahly more likely to he solitary than TV
use. We also found that children, like teenagers, are very unlikely to
~atch.TV with friends. And it is clearly television that is more the
'medium of family orientation. Fifty-nine percent of the occasions of
~ernoon TV lise were with family members (parents or sihlings),
sompared to 35 percent of afternoon alldio use. (This difference was
leven more striking in the evening, during which family TV use was 81
percent and family audio use 51 percent.)
j. The dillercnccs vis-a-vis teenagers seem to be these: first, as noted,

children in general are less likely to consume any medium alone;
~econd, children are mnch less likely than teenagers to lISe media in the
¢ompany of friends. Radio use, especially, is more likely to he with
siblings or other yonng people (including friends, cousins, and hahysit
ters). For children, radio is a medium of "selfand sibs." A full 71 percent
~fchildren's afternoon media use, for instance, was either alone or with
'mthers/sisters. If one adds in friends and other young people, 72

reent of anernoon audio co-use (38 percent of total afternoon use) was
ith young people only, and 28 percent was with parents or other adults

1~5 percent of total occasions). As we have indicated, evening use was
ess common than afternoon, makin~breakdowns into subcategories less
I,mble and meaningful. Generally, though, while children were some

,what more likely to listen with adults In the evening than in the,.
afternoon, the medium comparisons weI'" similar. Ofthose who said they
'had listened the night before, 40 percent had done so with an adult
present; this prop()l'tion was 7.5 percent for television use. None of the
'children who said they had listened the night before reported having
Istened with friends.
~ As Larson and Kuhey (9) have noted, popular music is by and lar~e

;reated by and for teenagers and young adults. Young children are
istening in-"eavesdropping"-on a world of sound and words that is
·ot aimed at them. Yet radio and popular music dearly strike a respon
'Ive chord in children.
~. It is entirely premature to talk about the Impact of this (mis)match

tween medium and alldience, except to say that it is an inleraction that
·.kes place, to a grcat extent, outside the view or concern of pare~ts.We
ave shown how much less likely it i/for children's radio Iistenin~ to

• ur with an adult present than their television viewing. Behaviorally,
en, parents are pretty much out of the picture. Our impression-based

'n preliminary analyses ofquestions asked of parents in connection with
is stndy-is that Ihey are relatively IInconcerned ahout the impact of
pulaI' mnsic on their children (see also 12). This situation may change

· ith thc fllTor (and U.S. Senate hearings) concerning the presllmed
.effects of "ohjectionablc" song lyrics (2, 16). We make no claims of

nowledge ahont the kinds of things children learn from lyrics or the
mpact that an immersion in youth culture may have on them, Our
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pllrpose lien· lias heen 10 dOcIIl1Ienl willi fi'esli evic!ellee sonl(> of th
diIJJcnsions ofcliildrcn's paflcnls of lise. \V" know wilh SOIJJe confidenc,
Ihat 0111' childrcl1 are listening; wc do nol yet know wliat Ihey a
Ill'aril1~.
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'6onsumer Spending on the
ass Media: The Principle of
elative Constancy ReconsiJered

,William C. Wood

;
'A reevaluation of .tatistical evidence .uggest.
.'that, ratlter than being .Ilut out of tIle marlcet,
;new technologies-lilce every other good and
',ervice"""",,imply tnust compete witll older
one. for the cOMumer', time and money.

~ ;

;~nventionnl wisdom hol&; that consnmer spending on all forms of the
,ass media adds lip to 1\ constant proportion of available income. This
litionship, ori~inallyknown as the Hypothesis of Relative Constancy,
=iupported by pnrtial correlation tests performed on data from as early
;1929. Studies by McCombs (7) covering 1929-1968 and by McComhs
Id Eyal (8) covering 1968-1977 provide almost five decades of data
.ted as confirmin~ the relationship.
'So strong is the historical evidence that the Constancy Hypothesis

IS been renamed the Constancy Principle and has been used to project
le success of new media technologies. As an illustration. McCombs
iredicted in 1972 that cable-videotex-computer systems wot,lld not
impete at the then-projected fee: /
,~
.~ To succeed in tlae marketplace witll a monthly fee of $250 would
, require tlaat tfae faome communication center must displace most of
.' the edstillR communication services now in the markef7,lace, T/te

:1 Prillciple of Relative Con,danc" could no lon~er Iwld Clnd there
.1 would not he ellouR/1 money available to pay the bills (7, p. 51).
f:'
.ower prices from technological advance would be necessary. Mc-
~mbs predicted, to accommodate the new medium within a fixed share
.P

•. William C. W()1l(1 i, A,~oci"t.. I'rnfessor In the Depnrhnent of Economic, anti 8Ilsine,~

Admlnhlrnlioll, Brid~..wale.. Cnllt~l(e.
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METHOD

Administration. All aspects of the sampling and data collection

were supervised or directly conducted by National Research, Inc.,

a market research firm based in Chevy Chase, Maryland. NRI is a

member of both the American Association of Public Opinion

Research (AAPOR) and the Market Research Association, and has had

over 11 years of experience in the area of survey research,

providing research expertise to a wide range of clients in both

the pUblic and private sectors.

Sample. A nationwide sample of randomly generated-telphone

numbers was provided by Survey Sampling, Inc., of Fairfield,

Connecticut. The sample consisted of numbers generated through

random-digit dialing (ROD), a technique that produces a list of

possible telephone numbers for each valid area code and telephone

exchange in the United States. The advantage of this technique

is the elimination of bias against homes with unlisted numbers.

The size of each list of numbers is proportionate to the

size of the area code/exchanges themselves. For instance, if in

a given city, there are twice as many numbers beginning with 555

as there are beginning with 554, there will be twice as many
--

randomly-generated -555-- telephone numbers as -554-- numbers in

the sample.

Of the 7,838 valid randomly-generated numbers dialed, 3,192

were successfully contacted, resulting in an initial response
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rate of 40.7'. Interviewers acre.ned for the presence of any

children aged 17 or younger in the bome and terminated interviews

with childless households. In bomes with children (30.5\ of

homes contacted), interviewers requested to .peak to a parent or

legal guardian of one of the children in the bome. If no parent

or guardian was available, the interviewer .ade arrangements to

call back at a later point in time.

Survey Instrument/Interview. The questionnaire was developed by

researchers at National Research, Inc., of Chevy Chase, MD and at

the National Association of Broadcasters, of Washington, DC.

Every effort was made to make the questions as easy to answer as

possible. A copy is attached as Appendix A.

The questionnaire was to be administered only to parents in

households with at least one child 17 of age or younger. The

initial questions screens for such respondents, introduced the

survey, and continued with a series of questions about how the

parent spent his/her time the day prior to the interview.

Following these "warm-up" questions, parents were asked to

choose one of the children in the house at random (the one who

most recently celebrated a birthday, a standard random selection

technique). Parents were then asked if that child was home the

entire time between 6:00 a.m. and 10:00 a.m. the day prior to the

interview. If the child was not bome during that entire time,

parents were asked at what times during that period the child was

at school, going to school, or taking part in a school-sponsored

activity.
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Regardless of bome/school atatus, parents were .sked if the

child was in the presence of at least one adult 18 years old or

older the entire time from 6:00 a ••• to 10:00 •••• the previous

day. If not, the half-hours in which an adult vas indeed present

were determined. The same questions were asked about whether or

not the child was in the pre.ence of at least one parent, step

parent, or legal guardian during this ti.e.

This sequence of questions was repeated for the aame child

for the period of 6:00 p.m. to midnight the evening prior to the

interview, after which parents were asked when the child went to

sleep. If that time was after 12:00 midnight, the above sequence

of questions was asked for the time between midnight and 6:00

a.m. the morning of the interview.

The pretest took place over the nights of January 9th and

loth, 1990. No discernible problems were found with the

instrument other than the need to move from recording activities

on a hourly basis to recording them half-hour by half-hour. The

actual 1000 interviews were completed between 17th and the 23rd

and between the 30th and 31st of January, 1990. Interviews were

equally distributed throughout the days of the week

Analysis. The analysis was performed by National Research, Inc.,

of Chevy Chase, MO, in consultation with researchers at the

National Association of Broadcasters.

While questions were phrased to .ake them easier to answer,

the analysis required the data to be arranged in a systematic

format. Four sets of variables were constructed using the



Adult/Parental Presence Survey / Page 4

responses to the questionnaire. Set One consisted of true/false

variables, one for each half-hour covered in the questionnaire

(6:00 a.m. to 10:00 a.m. and 6:00 p.m. to 6:00 a.m.). Each

variable in .et one, if true, indicates that the parent either

answered "yes" vhen asked that the child vas in the presence of

an adult during that time or reported that the child bad gone to

sleep by that time. For example, to qualify as a ·yes" for the

Set One variable representing 8:00 p.m.-8:30 p.m., the parent

must have said that the child vas in the presence of an adult the

entire time between 6:00 p.m. and 12:00 midnight, that the child

was in the presence of an adult during that specific half-hour,

or that the child went to sleep at 8:00 or earlier.

Set Two followed the same pattern as Set One but included,

for each half-hour, whether the child was at school, going to or

from school, or at a school-sponsored activity.

Sets Three and Four mirrored Sets One and Two, respectively,

replacing the word "adult" vith "parent."

RBSULTS

Table 1 presents a half-hour by half-hour breakdown of

(a> the percent of children in the presence of an adult or

a51eeep, and (b) the percent of children in the pres.nce of an

adult, asleep, or at school, travelling to or from school, or

taking part in a school-sponsored activity.
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Table 2 presents a half-hour by half-hour breakdown of

(a) the percent of children in the pre.ence of a parent or

asleeep, and (b) the percent of children in the presence of a

parent, asleep, or at achool, travelling to or from achool, or

taking part in a achool-.POnsored activity.

At no time during the periods included in the aurvey are

fewer than 96' of all children in the pre.ence of at least one

adult. If school or .chool-related activities are included, the

percentage never drops below 98'.

With the exception of mornings after 7:00 a.m., there is no

time during the during the times of day included in the survey

that fewer than 90' of all children are in the presence of at

least one parent (or asleep). If time at school is included,

that percentage never drops below 93' for any time of the morning

or evening.
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Table 1: Adult Presence

-------------------------------------------------------------
Percent of Children Percent of Children
in the Pre.ence of in the Presence of
an Adult or Asleep an Adult, Asleep,

Time or at School
of Day (n - 1000) (n - 1000)

---------------- ------------------- -------------------
6:00am- 6 30am 97.6' 99.9%
6:30am- 7 OOam 97.1' 99.9%
7:00am- 7 30am 97.2' 100.0%
7:30am- 8 OOam 96.9' 99.9%
8:00am- 8 30am 97.1' 100.0%
8:30am- 9 OOam 96.9' 100.0%
9:00am- 9 30am 96.8' 100.0%
9:30am- 10 OOam 96.6' 100.0%

6:00pm- 6:30pm 96.8% 98.2%
6:30pm- 7:00pm 96.7' 98.2%
7:00pm- 7:30pm 96.7' 98.2%
7:30pm- 8:00pm 96.3% 98.2%
8:00pm- 8:30pm 96.5% 98.4%
8:30pm- 9:00pm 96.7' 98.4%
9:00pm- 9:30pm 97.3' 98.7%
9: 30pm- 10:00pm 97.6' 98.8%

10:00pm- 10:30pm 98.3' 99.2%
10:30pm- 11:00pm 98.5' 99.2%
11:00pm- 11:30pm 98.8% 99.3%
11:30pm- 12:00am 98.9' 99.3%

12:00am- 12:30am 98.7' 98.7%
12:30am- 1:00am 98.7' 98.7%

1:00am- 1:30am 98.8' 98.8%
1:30am- 2:00am 98.8% 98.8%
2:00am- 2:30am 98.8' 98.8%
2:30am- 3:00am 98.8' 98.8%
3:00am- 3:30am 98.8' 98.8%
3:30am- 4:00am 98.8' 98.8%
4:00am- 4:30am 98.8' 98.8%
4:30am- 5:00am 98.8' 98.8%
5:00am- 5:30am 98.8' 98.8%
5:30am- 6:00am 98.8' 98.8%
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Table 2: Parental Presence

-------------------------------------------------------------
Percent of Children Percent of Children
in the Pre••nce of in the Presence of
• Parent or Asleep • Parent, Asleep,

Time or at School
of Day (n • 1000) (n • 1000)-----..._--------- ------------------- -------------------

6:00am- 6 30am 13.3' 97.5'
6:30am- 7 OOam 90.9' 97.1%
7:00am- 7 30am 84.5' 96.6%
7:30am- 8 OOam 76.9' 95.8%
8:00am- 8 30am 66.1' 95.0%
8:30am- 9 OOam 62.1' 94.1%
9:00am- 9 30am 60.2' 93.4%
9:30am- 10 OOam 59.6' 93.2%

6:00pm- 6:30pm 88.4' 93.7%
6:30pm- 7:00pm 88.2' 93.6%
7:00pm- 7:30pm 87.7' 93.0%
7:30pm- 8:00pm 87.4' 92.7%
8:00pm- 8:30pm 88.4% 93.4%
8:30pm- 9:00pm 88.9% 93.3%
9:00pm- 9:30pm 91.1% 94.5%
9:30pm- 10:00pm 92.4% 95.1%

10:00pm- 10:30pm 94.2% 96.4%
10:30pm- 11:00pm 94.9% 96.6%
11:00pm- 11:30pm 96.8' 97.6%
11:30pm- 12:00am 97.3% 98.0%

12:00am- 12:30am 98.4% 98.5%
12:30am- 1:00am 98.6% 98.6%

l:OOam- 1:30am 98.8% 98.8%
1:30am- 2:00am 98.8% 98.8%
2:00am- 2:30am 98.8% 98.8%
2:30am- 3:00am 98.8' 98.8%
3:00am- 3:30am 98.8' 98.8%
3:30am- 4:00am 98.8' 98.8%
4:00am- 4:30am 98.8% 98.8%
4:30am- 5:00am 18.8' 98.8%
5:00am- 5:30am 18.8' 98.8%
5:30am- 6:00am 98.8% 98.8%
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APPENDIX A: SURVEY INSTRUMENT

ADULT/CHILD SUPERVISION SURVEY

January 1990

INTRODUCTION: Bello, I -. from •
We are a national aurvey research firm located in

and we are not aelling anything.
~W~e-a-r-e--c-o-n~d~u-c~tTinga national aurvey and would like
to ask you a few brief questions. Your phone
number was drawn completely at random and will
never be used as part of a list to aell any
products.

1. Are there any children, 17 years or younger, living in
your household?

(1) YES • • • • • • • •
(2) NO ••••••••
(3) DON'T KNOW/REFUSED

• • • • • • • • • • CONTINUE.
• • • • • • • • • • • TERMINATE.

• • • • • TERMINATE.

2. Are you 18 years of age or older?

(1) YES • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • CONTINUE.
(2) NO ••••••••••••••••••• SKIP TO 4.
(3) DON'T KNOW/REFUSED ••••••••••• SKIP TO 4.

3. Are you the parent or legal guardian of any of these
children?

(1) YES • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • SKIP TO 5.
(2) NO •••••••••••••••••••• CONTINUE.
(3) DON'T KNOW/REFUSED •••••••••••• CONTINUE.

4. May I speak with someone who is 18 or older and a parent
or guardian of any of the children in your household?

(1) YES • • • • • • • • REREAD INTRODUCTION AND CONTINUE.
(2) NO ONE AVAILABLE NOW • MAKE APPT., CALL BACK LATER.
(3) NO ••••••••••••••••••• TERMINATE.
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5. We're doing a .urvey on how Americans spend their time
throughout the day. We'd like to ask you a few questions
about how you spent your time during specific parts of
the day yesterday.

Were you bome the entire time between 6 a.m. and 10 a.m.?

( 1 ) YES • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • •• SKIP TO 6.
(2 ) NO •••••••••••••••••••• CONTINUE.
( 3 ) OK/REF •••••••••••••••••• CONTINUE.

Sa. How many hours-did you spend at home between 6
a.m. and 10 a.m.?

_____HOURS ("00" • DON'T KNOW/REFUSED)

5b. For the time you were NOT at home between 6 a.m.
and 10 a.m. yesterday, during which hours were you
at work or going to work?

CIRCLE ALL THAT APPLY

5bl.
5b2.
5b3.
5b4.
5b5.
Sb6.
5b7.
5b8.

600AM - 630AM
630AM - 700AM
700AM - 730AM
730AM - 800AM
800AM - 830AM
830AM - 900AM
900AM - 930AM
930AM -1000AM

WORK
RELTD. NOT
(1) (2)
(1) (2)
(1) (2)
(1) (2)
(1) (2)
(1) (2)
(1) (2)
(1) (2)

6. Were you at home the entire time between 6 p.m. and 12
midnight yesterday?

(1) YES • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • •
(2) NO •••••••••••••••••• •
(3) DON'T KNOW/REFUSED •••••••••••

SKIP TO 7.
• CONTINUE.
• CONTINUE.

6a. How .any bour. did you spend at bome between 6
p.m. and 12 aidnight?

_____HOURS ("00" • DON'T KNOW/REFUSED)
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6b. For the ti.e you were NOT at home between 6 p.m.
and 12 aidnight ye.terday, during which hours were
you at work or going to or from work?

CIRCLE ALL '!'HAT APPLY

WORX-
RELTD. NOT

6bl. 600PM- 630PM (1) (2)
6b2. 630PM- 700PM (1) (2)
6b3. 700PM- 730PM (1) (2)
6b4. 730PM- 800PM (1) (2)
6bS. 800PM- 830PM (1) (2)
6b6. 830PM- 900PM (1) (2)
6b7. 900PM- 930PM (1) (2)
6be. 930PM-l000PM (1) (2)
6b9. 1000PM-l030PM (1) (2)
6bl0. 1030PM-l100PM (1) (2)
6bll. 1100PM-1130PM (1) (2)
6b12. 1130PM-12MID (1) (2)

7. Part of our stUdy involves how children spend their time,
so now lid like to ask you some questions about your
children.

How many children 17 years old and under live in your
home?

IF MORE THAN ONE:

IF ONE:

RECORD AGE:

Let'. make it easier by picking the
one who had the most recent
birthday, how old is that child?

How old is that child?

8. Is that -year old a boy or a girl?

(1) BOY
(2) GIRL
(3) REFUSED
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9. I want to .sk you .everal questions about how [he/she]
.pent [his/her] tim. ye.terday. Thinking back to
yesterday morning, vas (he/.he] home the entire time
between the hours of , •••• and 10 •••• ?

(1) YES • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • SKIP '1'0 10.
(2) NO •••••••••••••••••••• CONTINUE.
(3) DON'T KNOW/REFUSED •••••••••••• CONTINUE.

9a. During Which hours was [he/she] bome between 6
•••• and 10 •••• ?

9al.
9a2.
9a3.
9a4.
9a5.
9a6.
9a7.
9a8.

600AM - 630AM
630AM - 700AM
700AM - 730AM
730AM - 800AM
800AM - 830AM
830AM - 900AM
900AM - 930AM
930AM -lOOOAM

AT
HOME
(1)
(1)
(1)
(1)
(1)
(1)
(1)
(1)

NOT
(2)
(2)
(2)
(2)
(2)
(2)
(2)
(2)

600AM - 630AM
630AM - 700AM
700AM - 730AM
730AM - 800AM
800AM - 830AM
830AM - 900AM
900AM - 930AM
930AM -1000AM

9bl.
9b2.
9b3.
9b4.
9b5.
9b6.
9b7.
9b8.

9b. During the time [he/she] was not at home, during
which hours was she at school, going to school, or
taking part in a school-sponsored activity?

SCHOOL-
REL. NO
(1) (2)
(1) (2)
(1) (2)
(1) (2)
(1) (2)
(1) (2)
(1) (2)
(1) (2)

10. Was [he/she] in the presence of an .dult, you or anyone
else 18 or older, the entire time from 6 •••• to 10 •• m.?

(1) YES • • • • • • • •
(2) NO "........
(3) DON' '1' KNOW/REFUSED

• • • • • • • • • • • • CONTINUE.
• • • • • • • • • • SKIP '1'0 lOb.
• • • • • • • • SKIP TO lOb.
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lOa. Was [he/.he] in the pre.ence of at lea.t one
parent, stepparent, or le9al vuardian the entire
time from 6 •••• to 10 •••• ?

(1) YES ••••••••••••• SKIP TO 11, 14.
(2) NO • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • SKIP TO 10c.
(3) DON'T DOW/REFUSED. • • • • • • SKIP TO lOco

lOb. During which hours between 6 •••• and 10 ..m. was
[he/she] in the presence of at least one adult?

PRES NO
10b1. 600AM - 630AM (1) (2)
10b2. '30AM - 700AM (1) (2)
10b3. 700AM - 730AM (1) (2)
10b4. 730AM - 800AM (1) (2)
lObS. 800AM - 830AM (1) (2)
10b6. 830AM - gOOAM (1) (2)
10b7. 900AM - g30AM (1) (2)
lObS. 930AM -lOOOAM (1) (2)

IF ALL "NO" RESPONSES/NO ADULTS PRESENT, SKIP TO
11, 14.

lOco During which hours between , •• m. .nd 10 •• m. was
[he/she] in the presence of .t least one parent,
stepparent, or legal guardian?

CIRCLE ALL THAT APPLY:

PRES NO
10cl. 'OOAM - 630AM (1) (2)
10c2. 630AM - 700AM (1) (2)
10c3. 700AM - 730AM (1) (2)
lOc4. 730AM - 800AM (1) (2)
10cS. 800AM - 830AM (1) (2)
10c6. 830AM - gOOAM (1) (2)
10c7. gOOAM - g30AM (1) (2)
lOcS. g30AM -1000AM (1) (2)
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11. Thinking back to yesterday evaning, vas [ba/ahe] bome the
antire tiae between the hours of 6 p.a. and aidnight?

(1) YES • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • SKIP TO 12.
(2 ) NO •••••••••••••••••••• CONTINUE.
(3) DON'T KNOW/REFUSED •••••••••••• CONTINUE.

11a. During which hours vas [he/she] hoae between 6
p... and aidnight last night?

AT
BOME HOT

11a1. 600PM- 630PM (1) (2)
11a2. 630PM- 700PM (1) (2)
11a3. 700PM- 730PM (1) (2)
11a4. 730PM- 800PM (1) (2)
11a5. 800PM- 830PM (1) (2)
11a6. 830PM- 900PM (1) (2)
11a7. 900PM- 930PM (1) (2)
11a8. 930PM-l000PM (1) (2)
lla9. 1000PM-l030PM (1) (2)
llal0. 1030PM-ll00PM (1) (2)
l1al1. 1100PM-1130PM (1) (2)
l1a12. 1130PM-12MID (1) (2)

l1b. During the time [he/ahe] was not at home, during
which hours was she at school, going to or from
school, or taking part in a school-sponsored
activity?

l1bl.
l1b2.
l1b3.
l1b4.
l1b5.
llb6.
l1b7.
l1b8.
l1b9.
l1bl0.
llbl1.
l1b12.

600PM- 630PM
630PM- 700PM
700PM- 730PM
730PM- 800PM
800PM- 830PM
830PM- 900PM
900PM- 930PM
930PM-l000PM

1000PM-l030PM
1030PM-l100PM
1100PM-1130PM
1130PM-12MID

SCHOOL
REL. NOT
(1) (2)
(1) (2)
(1) (2)
(1) (2)
(1) (2)
(1) (2)
(1) (2)
(1) (2)
(1) (2)
(1) (2)
(1) (2)
(1) (2)


